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This study examined survey data from full-time employees employed in a variety of
occupations. We empirically examined how psychological involvement with one’s
job affects reactions to psychological contract violation. Data for control variables
(i.e., age, gender, organizational tenure), the independent variable (i.e., psychologi-
cal contract violation), and the moderator (i.e., job involvement) were taken at Time
1; and dependent variables (i.e., depressed mood at work, turnover intention) were
taken at Time 2. Results illustrated that job involvement was an important construct
in understanding individuals’ negative reactions to psychological contract viola-
tions. Implications and limitations are discussed, and suggestions for future research
are offered.jasp_626 1490..1514
Why do some individuals seem more adversely affected by mistreatment
from their employing organizations than do others? Why do some individu-
als seem indifferent to organizational injustice? Why do some individuals
seem to be unscathed by pay reductions, benefit cuts, promotion pass-overs,
and so forth? Researchers in the area of psychological contracts have pro-
posed and illustrated that individual differences, such as career motives,
may influence perceptions and reactions to contract violation (Robinson &
Rousseau, 1994; Rousseau, 1990).
The present paper extends this line of thinking by exploring empirically
how job involvement affects the relationship between psychological contract
violation and depressed mood at work, and between psychological contract
violation and turnover intention. We argue that individuals with high job
involvement will react differently to psychological contract violation than
will individuals who have low job involvement. The two competing theoreti-
cal perspectives of cognitive arousal and cognitive dissonance inform our
research as to the potential benefits as well as the potential negative conse-
quences of high job involvement on the psychological-contract-violation/
outcomes relationship.
Contracts, in a general sense, involve exchange and vary in terms
of formality and specificity (Makin, Cooper, & Cox, 1996). Concerning
less formal contracts, perceptions (rather than fact) drive individuals’
feelings of implied reciprocal obligations and subsequent contract fulfill-
ment or breach. Hence, in the organizational sciences, psychological
contracts have been defined as the implicit beliefs or perceptions as to the
terms and conditions of the relationship between employee and employer
(Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). Psychological contract violation occurs
when one party in the relationship perceives another as failing to fulfill
his or her promised obligation or obligations (Robinson & Rousseau,
1994).
Based on social exchange theory (e.g., Blau, 1964), Lester, Turnley,
Bloodgood, and Bolino (2002) noted that employees’ perceptions of psycho-
logical contract violations could lead to a host of negative outcomes, such as
decreases in extra-role behaviors (Robinson, 1996); neglect (Turnley &
Feldman, 1999b); lower performance (i.e., supervisor ratings; Lester et al.,
2002); and higher voluntary turnover, lower levels of trust, and lower job
satisfaction (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). Research on psychological con-
tract violations has also begun to examine the role of moderating variables.
For example, factors such as perceptions of procedural justice during layoffs
(Turnley & Feldman, 1998) and job alternatives (Turnley & Feldman, 1999b)
have been found to moderate the relationship between psychological contract
violation and turnover intention.
This paper furthers our understanding of the ill effects of psychological
contract violation by exploring the role of job involvement as a moderator.
Job involvement involves cognitive preoccupation, engagement, and concern
with one’s job (Paullay, Alliger, & Stone-Romero, 1994) whereby individuals
identify psychologically with work (Lodahl & Kejner, 1965). As delineated
by Rabinowitz and Hall (1977), we posit that job involvement is an individual
difference that is an important component of self-definition, shown to be
moderately stable over time (Morrow, 1983).
We will review the literature on psychological contract violations,
job involvement, depressed mood at work, and turnover intention. As pre-
viously noted, based on two alternative theories, we contend that job
involvement is an important moderator that could exacerbate or mitigate
the negative effects of perceived contract violation on turnover intention
and depressed mood at work. As such, we develop a general research ques-
tion, which is tested in a sample of full-time workers employed in a variety
of occupations.
Psychological Contract Violation
Psychological contracts in the workplace are beliefs or perceptions as to
the terms and conditions of a relationship between two parties: an employee
and the organization (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). Psychological contract
violations occur when one party in a relationship perceives another to have
failed to fulfill promised obligations (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). Specifi-
cally, a psychological contract is the employee’s perception of what has been
promised by the organization (e.g., market wages, advancement opportuni-
ties, job security), relative to what the employee is expected to give the
organization in return (e.g., hard work, loyalty; Lester et al., 2002; Robin-
son & Rousseau, 1994). These beliefs are “promises” that both parties have
accepted. However, because of the perceptual nature of these contracts, both
parties may not necessarily share a common understanding of the terms and
conditions of the contract, which is an important notion within the context of
psychological contract violations.
While Lester et al. (2002) stressed the importance of considering the
employer’s perspective and the reciprocal understanding of the psychological
contract, our research focuses on the employee’s perspective. As stated by
Rousseau and Tijoriwala (1998),
In operationalizing the psychological contract, the focal indi-
vidual can report on beliefs regarding his or her own obliga-
tions, as well as beliefs regarding reciprocal obligations owed by
another. The individual is the direct source of information
regarding the contract because it is the perception of mutuality,
not mutuality in fact, that constitutes a psychological contract.
(p. 680)
Development of Psychological Contracts
In order to understand fully how violations can occur, let us briefly review
conditions that can contribute to the development of psychological contracts.
Antecedents include a wide array of organizational representatives, such
as recruiters, human resources specialists, and managers who come into
contact with candidates and make promises to employees (Lester et al.,
2002). According to Rousseau (2001), each point of contact has potentially
“divergent motives that can influence how psychological contracts as a
mental model of the employment relationship develop, stabilize, and change”
(pp. 524–525). Research has shown that employees vary with regard to
their perceptions of who is responsible for the exchange: their immediate
supervisor, top management, or the firm itself (Rousseau, 1995, 1998). Fur-
thermore, it is believed that upon entrance into an organization, individuals
seek new information to clarify vague notions of their contracts (Rousseau,
2001).
To illustrate how divergent perceptions of psychological contracts can
develop, Rousseau (2001) described the myriad of views business school
professors can have at a single institution with regard to the expected ratio of
teaching, executive education, graduate student development, research, and
writing. Differences of opinion vary because of the conditions at the time of
one’s hire: Did the dean or department head convey the importance of
each function or role? Furthermore, other organizational changes (e.g., new
president, new dean) or economic changes (e.g., budget cuts that alter pay
raises) can alter the premises of the psychological contract held between two
parties (Rousseau, 2001).
In addition to promises made by organizational representatives, employ-
ees may also develop expectations from their perceptions of the organiza-
tional culture and their own idiosyncratic (and often idealized) expectations
with regard to how they believe the organization operates (Turnley &
Feldman, 1999a). In the case of business school professors, ideological
differences can influence one’s perception of psychological contracts and
expectations, ultimately influencing career emphasis on each component. As
Rousseau (2001) explained, these schemas or mental models are developed
over time based on experience, social information processing (Salancik &
Pfeffer, 1978), repeated information gathering, and ongoing interactions with
one’s environment (Robinson, Kraatz, & Rousseau, 1994). Furthermore,
mental models may be difficult to change if, for example, a new dean is hired,
asserting a change in focus on one or more of the professor’s job duties, such
as executive education (Rousseau, 2001). This situation is one of many
circumstances that can lead to psychological contract violation.
Outcomes of Psychological Contract Violations
Psychological contract violations have consequences beyond mere disap-
pointment, often producing feelings of betrayal based on the perceived
breach of promise and trust (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). Lester et al.
(2002) utilized social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) to help explain negative
consequences, purporting that when one party believes a violation has
occurred, there is a subsequent imbalance perceived to exist in the exchange
relationship. This leads to the party’s desire to restore balance. A wide
array of consequences can result from efforts to restore balance, including
diminished performance of in-role behaviors and withholding of extra-role
behaviors (Robinson, 1996). Other negative consequences include neglect
(Turnley & Feldman, 1999b), turnover, diminished trust, lower job satisfac-
tion (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994), and emotional exhaustion (Johnson &
O’Leary-Kelly, 2003). In fact, one could argue that serious employee violence
is a potential result of perceived breaches, such as was the case in the shooting
at the University of Alabama–Huntsville (February 12, 2010) in which a
biology professor opened fire on her colleagues, allegedly the result of being
denied tenure.
More specifically, perceived psychological contract violations by employ-
ers decrease the obligations that employees perceive they have toward their
organizations (Robinson et al., 1994). That is, employees perceive a decrease
in their transactional obligations (e.g., the obligation to give adequate notice
if taking a new job, to protect proprietary company information, and to
commit to a minimum of 2 years), as well as their relational obligations
(e.g., the obligation to work overtime, to be loyal to the company, and to
volunteer for extra-role activities). Furthermore, psychological contract vio-
lations are distinct from unmet expectations, such that violations will evoke
stronger, more intense negative responses than will simply unmet expecta-
tions (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). This phenomenon is attributable to
the fact that expectations of specific rewards may be unrealistic, whereas
violations of reciprocity alter perceptions of respect and codes of conduct
(Rousseau, 1989). Psychological contract violations are broken promises
that erode trust and induce feelings of betrayal beyond disappointment
(Robinson & Rousseau, 1994).
Role of Mediating and Moderating Variables
Perceptions of psychological contract violations are exacerbated by a
variety of conditions, including situational factors and individual differences.
In a longitudinal study, Robinson (1996) found that the strength of the
relationship between perceptions of psychological contract violation and
contributions to the firm was mediated by a loss of trust, along with unmet
expectations. Specifically, as perceptions of violations increased, contribu-
tions decreased when these mediators were present. Furthermore, situational
factors—such as procedural justice in how layoffs were handled (Turnley &
Feldman, 1998)—altered the relationship between perceptions of psychologi-
cal contract violations and negative outcomes. Specifically, employees who
perceived high procedural justice were less likely to search for new jobs
and were more loyal to the organization than were those who perceived
low procedural justice. The availability of attractive alternative employ-
ment options (also a situational factor) has been found to moderate the
relationship between psychological contract violations and exit (Turnley &
Feldman, 1999b). However, Conway and Briner (2001) found that work
status did not moderate the relationship between psychological contract
violations and subsequent outcomes.
In a theoretical paper, Turnley and Feldman (1999a) suggested that
individual differences such as negative and positive affect, equity sensitivity,
and conscientiousness are likely to be related positively to higher degrees of
perceptions of psychological contract violation. Raja, Johns, and Ntalianis
(2004) addressed the individual differences proposed by Turnley and
Feldman by exploring personality characteristics (i.e., extraversion, consci-
entiousness, neuroticism, self-esteem, equity sensitivity, locus of control) as
they related to perceptions of psychological contract violations among
Pakistani workers. Persons high in neuroticism, low in conscientiousness,
and high in external locus of control were more likely to perceive psycho-
logical breach. Johnson and O’Leary-Kelly (2003) heeded Turnley and
Feldman’s call for research into individual differences, and found that
the relationship between psychological contract breach and emotional
exhaustion was mediated by affective cynicism. In sum, the occurrence of
these negative consequences is affected by individual differences. In the
present paper, we focus on the individual dispositional characteristic of job
involvement.
Job Involvement
Job involvement is defined as the degree to which employees are cogni-
tively preoccupied with, engaged in, and concerned with their present jobs
(Paullay et al., 1994) and the degree to which an individual identifies
psychologically with work (Lodahl & Kejner, 1965). According to Brown
(1996), “a state of involvement implies a positive and relatively complete
state of engagement of core aspects of the self in the job” (p. 235). Indi-
viduals become more involved with activities when their jobs provide them
the opportunity to fulfill psychological needs (Kanungo, 1979, 1982). Blau
(1987) found that job involvement increases as person–environment fit
increases. Furthermore, job involvement is considered to be a determinant
of organizational effectiveness (Pfeffer, 1994) and individual motivation
(Hackman & Lawler, 1971).
However, when investigated as a moderating variable, the results have
been somewhat inconclusive as to how job involvement affects traditional
workplace relationships. For instance, several studies (e.g., Jones, James, &
Bruni, 1975; Wiener, Muczyk, & Martin, 1992) found that supervisor behav-
iors were more influential on employees who had low job involvement
(Brown, 1996), indicating that those low in job involvement were more
influenced by work environment context than were those high in job involve-
ment. These findings support earlier work summarized by Rabinowitz and
Hall (1977) whereby, contrary to expectations, “situational variables seem to
have more effect on the attitudes of low job-involvement persons than on
high job-involved persons” (p. 285).
Conversely, Frone, Russell, and Cooper (1993) found that job involve-
ment increases negative reactions to workplace pressures, indicating that
those high in job involvement are more influenced by work environment
context than are those low in job involvement. Such inconsistencies led to the
current study, to explore empirically how job involvement influences
depressed mood at work and turnover intention associated with psychologi-
cal contract violation.
Depressed Mood and Turnover Intention
Depressed mood at work is often conceptualized as a component of
psychological strain (e.g., Beehr, 1976; Evans & Fischer, 1992) and is
described as a general feeling of despair toward work (Quinn & Shepard,
1974). Turnover intention and withdrawal cognition are generally conceptu-
alized as precursors to voluntary turnover (Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner, 2000;
Richer, Blanchard, & Vallerand, 2002). Both depressed mood at work and
turnover intention are important concepts for organizational researchers to
investigate. Specifically, research has noted that employees who are psycho-
logically strained place a greater financial burden on their employing orga-
nizations (e.g., increased health care costs, increases in sexual harassment
accusations) than do those who are not mentally strained (Danna & Griffin,
1999). Furthermore, although some voluntary turnover could be good for an
organization (e.g., Bluedorn, 1982; Dalton & Todor, 1979; Staw, 1980),
excessive turnover tends to have deleterious effects on firm performance
(Abelson & Baysinger, 1984).
As previously noted, an array of negative organizational outcomes has
been tested and correlated with violations of psychological contracts (e.g.,
turnover, productivity, performance, diminished citizenship behaviors,
burnout), and individual differences seemingly play a role in these relation-
ships. Although research has examined the negative main effect of job
involvement on turnover intention (e.g., Hackett, Lapierre, & Hausdorf,
2001; Martin & Hafer, 1995), research on the moderating effect of job
involvement has not exhibited consistent results, encouraging us to
examine the relationship between job involvement and psychological con-
tract violation.
Theoretical Perspectives
Arousal Cognition
Based on cognitive-affective and physiological arousal research, scholars
have tended to agree that there is an interplay between arousal, cognitive
interpretation, and subsequent reactions to environmental stressors (Smith,
Everly, & Johns, 1993). Researchers have explored the arousal-cognition
hypothesis, noting that “a person’s orientation to dominant information is
determined by the magnitude of autonomic nervous system arousal mediated
by processing capacity” (Gendolla, 2006, p. 296).
Several studies have illustrated a relationship between cognitive priming
and arousal. At the core appear to be individual differences in perceptions of
a situation leading to heightened arousal. For instance, Fodor (1985) found
that individuals with high need for power engaging in group conflict tended
to have higher arousal levels than did individuals with low need for power
engaging in group conflict. Griffiths and Dancaster (1995) found that Type A
personality led to higher arousal during videogame play than did Type B
personality. Branscombe and Wann (1992) found that individuals’ identifi-
cation positively influenced arousal in situations related to the individuals’
identification.
The aforementioned studies illustrate that individual differences can influ-
ence an individual’s arousal level. One characteristic that may impact arousal
is involvement. For instance, Ivory and Kalyanaraman (2007) showed that
individuals with high levels of involvement with videogames (brought on by
technological advances) were more aroused during play than were those who
were not involved. We suggest that job involvement may influence arousal in
the workplace, although to our knowledge, no studies have explicitly looked
at this relationship.
Arousal has also been linked to several outcomes, indicating that indi-
viduals are more information sensitive when they are cognitively aroused.
For instance, Mather and Nesmith (2008) found that individuals had better
memory location of pictures that were cognitively arousing. Hulse, Allan,
Memon, and Read (2007) noted that arousal brought on by involvement with
an unfolding event led to memory enhancement. Taken together, there is an
indication that individuals who are more aroused may be more likely to
process and remember information when in an aroused state.
We suggest that job involvement will lead to more arousal, in general, at
work. This arousal will influence information processing of workplace
events, such as psychological contract violation. Specifically, we suggest that
highly involved employees may react more negatively than employees who
are not highly involved with their jobs. Individuals with high job involvement
are more psychologically intimate with their jobs; thus, their levels of aware-
ness of potential imbalances in the contract relationships should be higher
than for individuals with low job involvement.
Simply stated, persons who are highly involved with their jobs are more
likely to have their antennae up with regard to psychological contract
violations. When a violation occurs, they are more likely to suffer greater
negative consequences than individuals low in job involvement. This inter-
active relationship is anticipated because individuals with high job involve-
ment are more likely to feel betrayed—and, subsequently, distrustful of the
organization—given that they there are more cognizant of their organiza-
tions’ implicit obligations.
Cognitive Dissonance
Conversely, research on cognitive dissonance (e.g., Festinger, 1957) sug-
gests the opposite interactive effects. Dissonance theory proposes that indi-
viduals will experience cognitive discomfort (i.e., dissonance) when their
actions or behaviors run counter to a subscribed attitude. As such, indivi-
duals, in general, will try to reduce dissonance by altering their attitudes to be
congruent with their behavior, or by rationalizing away the dissonance
(Harmon-Jones, 2000). One way that individuals may rationalize away the
dissonance is by downplaying the importance of the sources of dissonance.
For instance, in one experiment, Simon, Greenberg, and Brehm (1995) found
that participants downplayed the importance of the issue that was causing
dissonance.
With regard to the present study, individuals with high job involvement
will experience dissonance when they perceive psychological contract viola-
tions. Here, we extend the boundaries of cognitive dissonance theory to
include employee perceptions of organizational actions. Specifically, as an
organization acts counter to how employees expect the organization to act,
dissonance will be experienced. Employees may alter their perceptions of
what is expected, or reconfigure their psychological contracts. However, the
purpose of this study is not to examine empirically the changes in perceptions
of psychological contract, but, rather, to explore the reactions to psychologi-
cal contract violation.
We suggest that it is possible that employees with high involvement will
rationalize away the dissonance by downplaying the psychological contract
violation or by denying the importance of the violation. This view is in line
with previous conceptual work (i.e., Cooper & Stone, 2000), which proposed
that when “a person is exposed to counterattitudinal information on a topic
that is a defining attitude for his or her social identity” (p. 241), the person
may use repression as an ego-defense mechanism. Burris, Harmon-Jones,
and Tarpley (1997) noted that one way individuals may reduce dissonance
is through transcendence of by “appeal[ing] to superordinate principles”
(p. 20). That is, employees with high job involvement may cognitively dismiss
the contract violation by justifying the organization’s acts.
Specifically, individuals who are highly psychologically involved with
their work may, indeed, perceive violations, but their job involvement out-
weighs the negative implications of perceived contract violations. In other
words, because highly involved employees are psychologically invested in the
organization, often showing career commitment (Brown, 1996), they may
wish to downplay their perceptions of the severity of a violation in an attempt
to prevent dissonance. We suggest that individuals high in job involvement
may downplay violations in an attempt to protect their sense of self. In this
interaction, we expect more severe reactions to psychological contract viola-
tion from individuals who are low in job involvement, as compared to those
who are high in job involvement.
Summary of Conflicting Views
Given the previous review of arousal-cognition and cognitive dissonance
research, we propose a general research question, rather than a directional
hypothesis. Based on arousal-cognition research, individuals high in job
involvement are expected to increase their turnover intention as psychologi-
cal contract violations increase, whereas turnover intention for individuals
low in job involvement should remain unaffected by increases in violations.
Conversely, based on cognitive dissonance research, individuals low in job
involvement will be more likely to increase their turnover intention as a result
of psychological contract violations than will individuals high in job involve-
ment. As such, the present paper empirically examines the following research
question:
Research Question. Does job involvement exacerbate or miti-
gate the positive relationship between psychological contract
violation and dysfunctional personal and organizational out-
comes (i.e., depressed mood at work, turnover intention)?
Method
Sample
Respondents represented a cross-section of the general working popula-
tion in a midsized city in the southeastern United States. University students
assisted in identifying full-time employees who were at least 25 years of age.
Students were then responsible for delivering and collecting surveys at two
times. This method of data collection is consistent with previous survey
research (e.g., Byrne, Kacmar, Stoner, & Hochwarter, 2005; Treadway et al.,
2005). Data were collected at two points in time (1 month apart), and par-
ticipants were assured that their answers would be kept confidential.
Measures for psychological contract violation, job involvement, age,
gender, and organizational tenure were collected at Time 1. One month later,
measures for depressed mood at work and turnover intention were collected.
Independent and dependent variables were collected 1 month apart to mini-
mize the occurrence of common method variance. Surveys from Time 1 and
Time 2 were matched by birthday of the respondent and by name of distribu-
tor (as respondent names were not used, in order to provide anonymity and
enhance response rates).
A total of 126 respondents (72 females, 54 males) were included in the
final analyses. Descriptive statistics reveal that the surveyed employees’ mean
age was 40.4 years (SD = 12.5). In addition, their mean organizational tenure
was 7.9 years (SD = 7.6).
Measures
Psychological contract violation. Data for psychological contract viola-
tion were collected on an 18-item scale developed by Lester et al. (2002).
Participants were asked to indicate the level they currently receive from their
jobs, relative to the level that they expected to receive, with regard to items
such as “Overall benefits package provided” and “Materials and equipment
to do my job.” Responses were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (I am
receiving much less than I expect) to 5 (I am receiving much more than I
expect). The scale was then reversed so that high scale numbers indicate a
greater psychological contract violation than do low scale numbers. Coeffi-
cient alpha reliability for this scale was .95.
Job involvement. We used a five-item scale adapted from Lodahl and
Kejner’s (1965) job involvement scale to measure psychological job involve-
ment. Participants were asked to indicate how they feel about items such as
“The most important things that happen to me involve my work,” “I’m really
a perfectionist about my work,” “I am very much involved personally in my
work,” and “I live, eat, and breathe my job” on a 5-point scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale. Coefficient alpha reliability
for this scale was .82.
Depressed mood at work. Data measuring depressed mood at work were
collected using a 10-item scale developed by Quinn and Shepard (1974).
Participants were asked to indicate how they feel when they think about their
jobs, such as “I feel downhearted and blue,” and “I am more irritable than
usual at work.” The items were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1
(never) to 4 (often). Coefficient alpha reliability for this scale was .83.
Turnover intention. Turnover intention was measured using a seven-item
scale developed by House and Rizzo (1972). Participants were asked to think
about how satisfied they are with their jobs and with life in general. They
responded to items such as “I will probably look for a new job in the near
future,” and “I am thinking about quitting my job.” The items were rated
on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Coefficient alpha reliability for this scale was .92.
Controls. Based on previous research, we controlled for several variables
in our statistical analysis. First, age and gender were controlled for because of
the relationship between these variables and turnover intention (Hochwarter
et al., 2001). For instance, Blau and Lunz (1998) found that age and gender
were related to turnover intention such that younger and less satisfied
employees were more likely to leave their jobs. Furthermore, in their longi-
tudinal study, these researchers found that men had higher intentions to leave
than did women did. Finally, organizational tenure has been conceptually
and empirically linked with turnover intention (van Breukelen, van der
Vlist, & Steensma, 2004).
Data Analysis
To examine the research question, we used hierarchical moderated regres-
sion (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). As noted previously, demographic variables
(i.e., age, gender, organizational tenure) were controlled in Step 1 of the
regression analyses. Following, in Step 2, the independent variable (i.e.,
psychological contract violation) was entered into the equation. In Step 3, the
main effect of the moderator (i.e., job involvement) was entered into the
equation. In the final step, the interactive term (i.e., Psychological Contract
Violation ¥ Job Involvement) of the centered variables was entered into the
equation. The final step must be statistically significant and must explain
additional variance in the dependent variables over that of the main effects in
order to illustrate that job involvement acts as a moderator.
Results
Bivariate correlations are presented in Table 1. The results from the
hierarchical moderated regressions, reported in Table 2, indicate that job
involvement moderated the relationship between psychological contract vio-
lation and depressed mood at work. First, after age, gender, and organiza-
tional tenure were controlled for, psychological contract violation was
significantly related to depressed mood at work (b = .44, p < .001). However,
the moderating variable, job involvement, was not significantly related to
depressed mood at work (b = -.11, ns). In the final step of analysis, the
interaction term of psychological contract violation and job involvement was
significant (b = -.18, p < .05) and explained an additional 3.1% (DR2 = .031)
of the variance in depressed mood at work.
Furthermore, the results show that job involvement moderated the rela-
tionship between psychological contract violation and turnover intention.
First, after age, gender, and organizational tenure were controlled for, psy-
chological contract violation was significantly related to turnover intention.
However, the moderating variable, job involvement, was not significantly
related to turnover intention (b = -.09, ns). In the final step of analysis, the
interaction term of psychological contract violation and job involvement was
significant (b = -.17, p < .05) and explained an additional 2.7% (DR2 = .027)
of the variance in turnover intention.
To depict graphically the significant interaction term, we plotted the
interactions based on Aiken and West (1991) and used a computer graphing
program (Dawson, 2007) to plot two levels of job involvement scores: 1 SD
Table 1
Correlations of Study Variables
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Age —
2. Gender .11 —
3. Organizational
tenure
.55*** .11 —
4. PCV .06 .21*** .09 —
5. Job
involvement
.18* -.21*** .09 -.37*** —
6. Depressed
mood at work
-.27*** .023 -.09 .44*** -.28*** —
7. Turnover
intention
-.37*** .02 -.21* .46*** -.27*** .62***
Note. PCV = psychological contract violation. N = 126.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
above the mean and 1 SD below the mean. Under low psychological contract
violation conditions, employees high in job involvement had lower levels of
depressed mood at work and intention of leaving their jobs, as compared to
employees low in job involvement (see Figures 1 and 2). Furthermore, as
psychological contract violations increased, so did reported depressed mood
at work and turnover intention for employees with low job involvement.
However, this relationship does not appear to be as robust for employees
high in job involvement, in that their depressed mood at work and turnover
intention were relatively the same in high and low psychological contract
Table 2
Hierarchical Moderated Regression
Depressed
mood at work
Turnover
intention
b DR2 B DR2
Step 1
Age -.24* -.28*
Gender -.06 -.05
Organizational tenure .05 -.05
Fchange(3, 122) = 4.04 .09**
Fchange(3, 122) = 6.56 .14***
Step 2
Psychological contract violation .44*** .42***
Fchange(1, 121) = 29.03 .18***
Fchange(1, 121) = 28.57 .17***
Step 3
Job involvement -.11 -.09
Fchange(1, 120) = 1.16 .01*
Fchange(1, 120) = 0.87 .01
Step 4
Interaction -.18* -.17*
Fchange(1, 119) = 5.38 .03*
Fchange(1, 119) = 4.80 .03*
Note. N = 126.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
violation conditions. Thus, individuals with high job involvement seem to be
relatively unaffected by perceptions of psychological contract violation.
To examine further the nature of the interaction, we conducted a series of
simple slope analyses. For each dependent variable, the job involvement
Figure 1. Interactive effects of Psychological Contract Violation ¥ Job Involvement (modera-
tor) on depressed mood at work.
Figure 2. Interactive effects of Psychological Contract Violation ¥ Job Involvement (modera-
tor) on turnover intention.
variable was partitioned into high and low subgroups, which were deter-
mined by the mean 1 SD (for high and low subgroups, respectively). Next,
we conducted a simple regression. In order to conclude that the dependent
variables change as psychological contract violations increase, and in order
to assess the nature and direction of the relationship, the simple regression
must be significant.
When psychological contract violation was regressed on depressed mood
at work, utilizing the low job involvement subgroup, depressed mood at
work increased as psychological contract violations increased (b = .56,
p < .05; N = 23). Furthermore, for the high job involvement subgroup,
depressed mood at work did not change as psychological contract violations
increased (b = .35, ns; N = 22). That is, individuals low in job involvement
experienced increases in depressed mood at work as a result of psychological
contract violations, yet individuals high in job involvement did not experi-
ence any change in depressed mood at work as psychological contract vio-
lations increased.
Furthermore, when psychological contract violation was regressed onto
turnover intention utilizing the low job involvement subgroup, turnover
intention increased as psychological contract violations increased (b = .73,
p < .001; N = 22). For the high job involvement subgroup, turnover intention
did not change as psychological contract violations increased (b = .29, ns;
N = 22). That is, individuals low in job involvement reported stronger levels
of turnover intention as psychological contract violations increased, whereas
those high in job involvement did not change their turnover intention as
psychological contract violations increased.
Discussion
The results from our survey data show that psychological contract viola-
tions interacted with job involvement. After graphing the interactions and
conducting a series of simple slope analysis, it was revealed that negative
reactions to psychological contract violations (i.e., depressed mood at work,
turnover intention) increased for individuals low in job involvement;
however, attitudes remained unchanged for those high in job involvement.
Thus, to answer the research question proposed earlier in this paper, job
involvement tends to mitigate the relationship between psychological con-
tract violations and depressed mood at work, as well as the relationship
between psychological contract violations and turnover intention.
Our findings lend support to cognitive dissonance theory such that those
who are psychologically involved and invested in their work tend to remain
unscathed by psychological contract violations. That is, although they may
perceive breaches in the workplace, those who are psychologically involved
downplay the significance of psychological contract violations, while indi-
viduals who are not psychologically involved in their work react adversely to
violations. Our findings support the notion that individuals who are less
psychologically involved in their work react more severely to psychological
contract violations, as compared to individuals who are more psychologically
involved with their work.
One plausible explanation is that individuals high in job involvement
may be more concerned about issues relevant to their job performance
(e.g., positive feedback on a job well done), rather than implicit assumptions
(e.g., psychological contract violations). This view is in line with previous
cognitive dissonance research that has proposed that individuals may reduce
dissonance by minimizing the importance of the issue causing dissonance
(e.g., Simon et al., 1995) or justifying the dissonance with external informa-
tion (e.g., Brock & Buss, 1962; Stalder & Baron, 1998). In the current study,
we suggest that job involvement may also initiate rationalizations of incon-
gruences in order to minimize cognitive dissonance.
Beyond the data reported in this study, there are alternative explanations
for why individuals high in job involvement did not increase their turnover
intention and depressed mood at work as a result of psychological contract
violations. It is possible that those with high job involvement have a better
understanding of organizational happenings because they may, indeed, pay
attention to what the organization is doing or thinking. Individuals high in
job involvement may have additional information or inside information as to
why psychological contract violations have occurred, thereby having a
greater means for justifying the need for adjustments in policies. Although
“understanding” was not measured in the current study, this variable could
provide an alternative explanation for why individuals high in job involve-
ment did not experience increases in turnover intention and depressed mood
at work traditionally associated with contract violation.
Furthermore, our findings build on previous empirical research regarding
job involvement’s impact on employees’ psychological well-being. As first
noted by Rabinowitz and Hall (1977), and later confirmed in a meta-analysis
by Brown (1996), highly involved individuals do not appear to suffer from
increased levels of stress, anxiety, or somatic health complaints in the work-
place. These results can be explained by examining past research on factors
that mitigate the negative consequences of psychological contract violation.
Specifically, our results could be explained by the assertion that initial
trust moderates the relationship between psychological contract violation
and various negative outcomes (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Mishra & Spreitzer,
1998; Robinson, 1996). That is, although trust was not measured, it could be
that employees with high job involvement have a high amount of initial trust
in their organization. Therefore, this trust moderates the relationships, and
employees high in job involvement believe that organizations have good
reasons for violations. Conversely, employees low in job involvement will
become more distraught under violation conditions because they lack faith
that their company is on their side. Thus, the significant interaction of job
involvement and psychological contract violation on depressed mood at
work and turnover intention does hold several important implications that
warrant discussion.
Implications
The findings reported in this paper add to several bodies of literature. Our
findings support previous research (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994; Rousseau,
1990), which notes that individual differences will influence the impact of
psychological contract violations. From the results, we extend this line of
research by concluding that being psychologically involved in one’s job will
offset the negative repercussions normally associated with psychological con-
tract violation. Furthermore, our findings support previous research (Brown,
1996) by providing additional evidence that individuals who are highly
involved in their jobs are more resilient to organizational stressors. Taken
together, several managerial implications come to light.
Knowledge of an employee’s perceptions of a psychological contract is
vital to the health and well-being of both the organization and the individual.
Enhanced understanding can help organizations to communicate their expec-
tations and what they have to offer the employee more effectively (Lester
et al., 2002), thereby reducing the negative consequences of perceptions of
breach of psychological contract. A more explicit, open discussion, or a more
transparent presentation of the psychological contract is vital (Herriot &
Pemberton, 1995). Psychological contracts that are discussed more explicitly
can help individuals to feel some sense of control over their destiny, thereby
reducing uncertainty for both parties (Rousseau, 1995) and subsequently
reducing stress (Makin et al., 1996). Rousseau (2003) suggested that realistic
job previews can help facilitate mutuality, yet other factors can hinder shared
understanding, such as relational factors (e.g., relative differences in experi-
ence, power, and expertise), as well as social differences between parties
that minimize common frames of reference. In fact, Robinson and Wolfe
Morrison (2000) found that perceived contract breach was more likely when
employees had not experienced a formal socialization process and when
employees had little interaction with the organizational agents prior to hire.
We argue that organizations should encourage company representatives
to represent the culture, norms, and expectations accurately. As Rousseau
(2001) advocated, perceptual accuracy hinges on the ability to communicate
each party’s goals, constraints, and contingencies. Recruiters are not
inherently motivated to provide accurate information (Porter, Lawler, &
Hackman, 1975) and, therefore, are less likely to provide realistic job pre-
views (Wanous, 1977). As Robinson and Rousseau (1994) concluded, “Over-
selling a job’s features can be compounded with subjective interpretation of
what the promised ‘great’ job actually entails” (p. 255).
Our findings also suggest that employees who have high job involvement
may be less susceptible to workplace stressors than employees who have low
job involvement. The current study’s results could be used to manage
employees better after a psychological contract has occurred. That is, man-
agers could anticipate that their employees with low job involvement are
more likely to be negatively affected by a psychological contract violation
than employees who “live their jobs.” Thus, managers may need to spend
more time explaining the reasons and justifications for perceived psychologi-
cal contract violations to individuals who are relatively emotionally removed
from their jobs.
Limitations and Future Research Directions
The present study is not without limitations. One limitation is that it
represents only the employee’s perspective, rather than also including the
employer’s perspective of contract violation, as suggested and researched by
other scholars (Guest & Conway, 2002; Lester et al., 2002; Tekleab & Taylor,
2003). In addition, while common method variance was reduced by collecting
the independent variable (i.e., psychological contract violation and job
involvement at Time 1) separate from the dependent variables (i.e., depressed
mood at work and turnover intention at Time 2), the data cannot be inter-
preted as longitudinally studying the evolving nature of one’s relationship
with one’s employer. Finally, our data were collected with the assistance of
university students, lending to a lack of control over the sample selection
process.
The present research supports job involvement as a moderator of the
psychological-contract-violation/outcome relationship. As noted by Makin
et al. (1996), as well as other scholars (Robinson et al., 1994), the psycho-
logical contract is in a constant state of change. Changes in organizational
structure, either physically or socially, can affect perceptions of balance. As
suggested by Rousseau (2001), “since psychological contract formation typi-
cally is a process, not a one-time occurrence, the quality of the relationship
over time will shape mutuality” (p. 537). As organizations evolve, the scope
of the psychological contract may indeed broaden, making continued
research in this area important for organizational scientists and practicing
professionals. In the future, researchers may wish to conduct a longitudinal
study of the variables from the current study.
We suggest that future research should investigate alternative models
with the variables presented in the current study. For instance, we focused on
the moderating effect of job involvement on the psychological-contract-
violation/outcome (i.e., turnover intention and depressed mood at work)
relationship. However, a mediating model should also be explored. It is
possible that job involvement actually influences perceptions of psychologi-
cal contracts or that psychological contract violations actually influence job
involvement.
This study was designed to test the moderating effect of job involvement
on the psychological-contract-violation/turnover-intention relationship.
Two differing perspectives (i.e., arousal-cognition and cognitive dissonance)
were reviewed to illustrate that the effect of job involvement could influence
the relationship in opposing manners. Results from 126 working individuals
provided support for the cognitive dissonance perspective, in that individuals
high in job involvement did not increase their turnover intention as
psychological contract violations increased, while individuals low in job
involvement did increase their turnover intention. These findings high-
light the important mitigating effect that job involvement has on the
psychological-contract-violation/turnover-intention relationship, answering
the call for more research into individual differences (e.g., career motives)
that are believed to influence perceptions and reactions to contract violation
(Robinson & Rousseau, 1994; Rousseau, 1990).
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